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BEGINNING

In the
beginning Daddy was still alive. Even at age eighteen, Everleigh
still hugged him close to her while their tiny dogs Moet and
Chandon snuggled at their feet during The Tonight Show. They
had to stick together, after all, since they only had each other
now that her brother was away at college. But two weeks after
Daddy's fiftieth birthday, their evening was interrupted by a news
anchor's broadcast letting all those in the Los Angeles area know
without a doubt that nothing would ever be the same.

Using the phone and internet was a major part of
Ever's dream to become a world-famous designer. Considering she had
to keep up on fashion trends, post daily outlooks on her various
social media sites and use the software Daddy bought her to create
fabulous new looks, technology was everything. She didn't mind
school being closed, even if the spring formal was weeks away, but
she did mind when, two days after the announcement, her internet
pages wouldn't load correctly.

When she tried sending phone messages to her friends
and the message wouldn't go through, Ever started to feel worried
and irritated. When she glanced out the window, she noticed ominous
clouds of smoke gathering on the far-off horizon for the first
time. When the kitchen staff didn't show up to make her breakfast,
and then she couldn't find either the tech guy to come fix her
wireless or the guards usually posted in the hallways, Ever looked
for answers in her father's office.

Daddy kept saying it would be okay and to be patient,
even when there were few men left to guard their walled-in
fortress-like home. When smoke was so thick and black in the sky
from approaching fires that she couldn't see the sun anymore, Ever
began to tremble inside. When the few hired guards who were left
had to shoot men who began climbing over the walls of their home,
and all Ever could see was pain on her father's face, a gnawing
doubt began to grow deep in the pit of her stomach. Forget missing
the spring formal and the end of her senior year, this whole thing
seemed way more effed up than she first thought.

Daddy said everything would be all right, and Daddy
never lied, but it was hard to be patient when nothing worked. She
would lose followers if she stayed silent for too long. So, on the
sixth day, since she couldn't do anything online or get in touch
with any of her friends, she got dressed in her trendiest Alice and
Olivia ensemble and went outside to go shopping. At least shopping
could relieve her anxiety, and when she was finally able to get
back online again she would need to post something amazing to
revive her dwindling audience.

The chauffer stood outside beside the sleek limousine
smoking a cigarette as if the smoke overhead wasn't ominously thick
or black like tar. When Ever approached, he hung his head to reveal
the tiny diamond stud in his left ear.

"Rodeo Drive, please," she said, preparing to step
forward as he opened the door. But he didn't open the door.

"I sorry, Miss Benelli. No go."

"What? Of course you can. The limousine's right
there."

"No go."

"Now look here, just because the smoke's in the sky
doesn't mean you can't take me out. I won't roll down the
window."

"Miss Benelli, not safe."

Ever put her hand on her hip, impatient. It had never
taken this much work to get the staff to do anything. She rolled
her eyes.

"Fine, I'll take one of the guard's who's left."

She looked around, but the only men available were
busy picking off looters with their rifles from the third-story
windows of the mansion. They seemed pretty busy. She pursed her
lips.

"So what? I'll just go by myself. You can guard me.
You have a pistol, right?"

The chauffer looked up a moment as if the sun were
too bright, one eye squinted shut as he met her gaze for the first
time. He stared at her a moment as if considering. She wondered
what was going through his mind and was insulted by his refusal of
her request.

"Excuse me," she said in her haughtiest voice.
"You'll do as I say. What does my father pay you for if it's not to
drive me?"

The chauffer mumbled something and patted his
forehead with a red bandanna, even though the blackened-out sun
wasn't doing much in the way of warming. Ever felt her heart being
inflamed at his insolence. She tossed her glossy black tresses
behind her shoulder with a flick of her manicured fingers and
shifted her limited edition Gucci purse on her shoulder before
responding. She was trying to buy time to figure out how to
appropriately deal with the shock she felt coursing through her. An
Italian Princess must never show weakness of uncontrolled emotions,
especially not in front of hired staff.

"Speak up," she demanded, feeling even more
infuriated that the chauffer was wasting her time with this
nonsense. She arched her sculpted eyebrows at him, but her facial
command brought forth nothing even remotely satisfying.

"No gas, Miss Benelli. I have sidearm, but no gas. No
go. I sorry."

Ever squinted at him, feeling a strange heat
beginning to melt the makeup she had so carefully applied on her
cheeks. There was a smudge of grease on his white collar, and his
shirt was wrinkled. She frowned.

"No one says no to me. Get in the limo and start it
up. I want to go shopping."

"Miss Benelli, no gas."

She felt the secure wall between her emotions and
composure beginning to fall. Her heart began to race. She opened
and closed her hands on the handle of her purse.

"What do you mean, no gas?" she said very slowly.

He shrugged.

It was at this moment that Ever felt herself
completely fall apart.

"What do you mean no gas?" she shouted. "How
can there be no gas? Of course there's gas! There has to be. My
father is the Don."

The chauffer patted his forehead with the red
bandanna and stared at the ground, saying nothing. He wouldn't look
at her. He was afraid. Her stomach lurched.

"If anyone should have gas, it would be him," she
said, staring a hole in the chauffer's forehead, but also realizing
the severity of the situation all at once. "There's got to be a
mistake, an overlooked gas can. It's just media hype about some
stupid freak accident. The internet isn't gone forever. The tech
guy will come back soon and fix it when this has all blown over.
The looters will go away. It's just like the riots. The government
will step in and take care of us like they always do. That's what
they're for, anyway."

But the chauffer wouldn't look at her. He must have
had nowhere else to go. Now standing by the limo was his only duty
in the world. Ever looked up into the sky, but the black tar film
that stretched above only served to make her knees knock in rising
terror. The shrubbery seemed to loom overhead as she turned to look
back at the house, her home.

"It can't be true," Ever whispered to herself, but,
of course, the man didn't answer.

She turned sharply on the heel of her Louboutin boots
and began to climb the sweeping marble staircase back toward the
house. The hired help must never see her fear. What did he know,
anyway?

Daddy would clear this up right away. The driver
would be fired and life would go on. Only, when she found Daddy, he
looked scared.

Daddy took Ever's hands in his as he sat down with
her on the plush leather love seat in his office. His eyes were big
and sad. She noticed deep black circles under his eyes for the
first time. Ever bit her lip. She had only seen Daddy look this way
once before; when the Russian Mafia murdered her mother.

"Daddy, what's going on? The chauffer won't take me
to Rodeo. He says it's too dangerous and there's no gas.
He's not allowed to say no to me. What the hell?"

Daddy gripped her hands so tightly she winced. He'd
been in his office with the door closed a lot lately. She stared at
him, her heart pounding.

"My darling, beautiful Princess Ever," he said,
reaching up to tuck a stray curl behind her ear. "It should never
have come to this."

His voice was low, quiet. Her heart began to race
faster. She trusted Daddy implicitly. She had to. It was them
against the world. But what if he had been lying to her about the
true nature of everything? What if he was lying to protect her, but
in doing so, keeping her from reality? She had blindly trusted him
even when all the evidence pointed to the contrary because if she
couldn't, then who could she trust? Tears came to her eyes. She
wanted to believe Daddy was infallible.

"Daddy?" she said again, fighting back hot tears of
fear and anger.

He took her in his arms and pressed her close to his
body. His heart was pounding fast, too fast. She pushed away from
him so she could look into his face.

"Tell me what's going on. This isn't just some media
hype, is it?"

He shook his head slowly. "No, my darling. The world
is turning into a different place than we once knew. Your brother
is coming home. When he gets here, stay by his side, no matter
what. Damian will keep you safe. I know you love your fashion
design, but your duty now is to survive this chaos. You survive,
and you help other people as much as you can without putting
yourself in harm's way. That is what a Princess does. That is her
duty. Remember that. And, no matter what, be brave."

Daddy stopped to close his eyes. Ever stared at large
pores on his nose she had never noticed before. The gray peppering
his hair made a stab of fear go through her heart. Daddy couldn't
protect her and the world really was falling down around them. No
spring formal, no senior year, no amazing coveted new job at the
most posh design company around. No college-aged boyfriend that
would love her forever and ask her to marry him under the huge
fountain in the center of the quad while fireworks exploded red
heart shapes in the background.

"Daddy, you're the Don. If anyone should have
control, it's you. I trusted you. I trusted you."

Daddy sighed from such a depth that it sounded like
it was the last sigh on earth, full of regret and sadness. When he
opened his eyes to look at her again, she knew Daddy had finally
met his match.

Her heart shattered into two, bloody halves. She
couldn't trust Daddy now. He had just proven himself mortal. It was
then she knew she also couldn't truly trust anyone else ever again.
She wanted to wrap her arms around him and bury her face in his
chest, but she also resisted, angry he had so casually let her
down. She sat there, each piece of her heart fighting for which
would have control of her head: anger or loyalty. When Daddy spoke
again, it was final.

"Princess, there are only a few things I cannot
control. A rogue nuclear warhead is one."


BROKEN

The constant sound of gunfire became normal for Ever
in short time. What woke her on the seventh day was a guard clad in
black riot gear. He shook her shoulder so hard it hurt. She pushed
him away, but he grabbed her roughly and his flashlight blinded her
eyes.

"Come with me. We have to go," he yelled through his
gas mask.

Ever swallowed as she choked back confusion. His face
looked alien.

"But--" she said, only to be wrenched out of bed by
the guard's death grip on her upper arm.

She stumbled after him and fell, head first, but he
caught her, rudely, and yanked her back upward. Her hair tangled in
her eyes so she couldn't see, and she felt her lacy nightdress give
way as she kicked her legs forward in an effort to comply. She
cringed as the dress ripped, feeling embarrassed and also somehow
already knowing she would have trouble finding another.

When her eyes could focus better, she noticed smoke
filling the hallway. She also heard men yelling and running. And,
of course, there was the gunfire.

"My father--" she said, but again was cut short by
the gas mask crammed over her face by the guard.

He was only there to protect her, but she was
insulted by his rough demeanor and attitude. When he yanked her
further down the hallway without any gentleness, she stumbled on
purpose just to show how enraged she felt. In response he hoisted
her over his shoulder in a fireman carry and began to sprint. Her
stomach and ribs were crushed by his ramming shoulder as he ran,
but she bit her lip and withheld screams, knowing it would only
make things worse. Deep down she knew blaming him would not help,
even though she knew he would be a willing target for her rage.

By the time he set her down behind one of the large,
black SUVs in the sweeping driveway, she was bruised, and her teeth
chattered as her bare flesh was exposed to the midnight chill. She
yanked the uncomfortable mask off her face and gasped. The guard,
who was busy covering her, turned to see that she had the mask off
and made violent gestures telling her to get it back on. She shook
her head, even though smoke billowed out of her home that was now
on fire. Her skin prickled in a hot and then cold wave across her
body. She began to shake. She couldn't control herself any
longer.

"My father!" she screamed and rose suddenly.

The guard grabbed her arm and yanked her down so
suddenly she felt a wrenching pain in her shoulder socket. As she
landed on the cold marble drive, her tailbone felt as if it were
being jammed upward into her body. She cried out, but the guard
went back to firing his drawn weapon in order to keep her safe. She
wrapped her arms around herself and hugged as tightly as she could,
but no amount of pressure could keep the cold feeling from icing
over her heart.

She could see that the gates to the walls guarding
their home were dangling open on their hinges like a bird's broken
wing. She felt a choking in her throat as dirty, snarling people
from outside came through as if pirates coming to claim a treasure.
The few guards that remained shot them well enough, but not all
were hit. As blood seeped across the white marble driveway, Ever
felt something inside of her squeeze tight. The intruders could
kill her, or worse, and would think nothing of it. She didn't even
dare wonder what had happened to their two tiny dogs.

Suddenly she felt thankful for the guard who had so
rudely grabbed her from bed. He was risking his life to keep hers
safe. It had never been more apparent to her than this moment. She
swallowed as she huddled, shivering, behind his large bulk and
watched him pick off invaders until their scattered numbers
dwindled. She wondered if it was the lure of the mansion with its
potential stockpiles of food that made the men risk death to
invade, or if it was something else. For the first time in her life
she realized truly how incredibly vulnerable she was.

She waited until there was a lull in the chaos. There
was one thing she had to know for sure. She tapped the guard on the
shoulder until he turned around.

"What?" he yelled through his mask.

"My father. Where is he? Is he okay?"

The guard shook his head. "He's dead."

Ever felt something cold like an icicle pierce the
pieces of her freezing, bisected heart. Her chest clenched. In her
twenty years of life on this planet, this was the second time she'd
felt this way, and this time it felt much worse. She couldn't
breathe. She bent over to gasp for air.

A bullet pierced the stone wall nearby, knocking tiny
chunks of stone loose. They whizzed through the air past her face,
but she barely noticed them. The guard did what he had to, but she
was still gasping for air and found her hands clawing at the ground
for purchase but finding none. Time stood still around her and
every second was torture as she struggled to fill her lungs. Her
extremities started to go numb.

Somehow she got air, and somehow time passed. Finally
the guard turned to Ever. She only knew he was looking at her
because his hand was on her shoulder, slowly warming it, even
though he was wearing gloves. She turned to look at him, her teeth
chattering uncontrollably.

"Aw, shit," he said, pulling his gas mask off.

She could see his eyes, his green eyes, full of pity,
but she could do nothing. He sniffed and looked around, noting her
gas mask lying abandoned next to her, before turning back to assess
her further. She could see his face was full of scars, and he
hadn't shaved in several days. What made her relax just the
slightest bit, was that his expression, made harsh by the last few
days, still looked kind. As much as she had never given the guards
a second thought, she immediately found that this guard seemed
familiar.

A Princess never cries, not within view of the staff,
anyway. But staring into his face made her feel all the weakness
that had suddenly grown within her burst forth. If now wasn't the
time to cry when both her parents were dead, and her brother and
beloved dogs nowhere in sight, and the end of the world seemingly
at hand, then when was?

The guard looked around as if startled. Maybe she was
making too much noise and would attract unwanted attention, but she
couldn't help herself. She sobbed loudly, letting the snot and
tears mingle unattractively on her face.

The guard hesitated, a look of unease crossing his
face before shuffling forward from his hunched position to gather
her up in his arms. The fabric on his thick jacket wasn't
comforting, but the warmth from his body was. Ever smeared snot on
his uniform without hesitation. He was the only person she had left
to shield her from annihilation. She felt guilty she ever took him
for granted. She owed him her life. If she wanted to survive
further, she knew she would absolutely need his protection.

As he crouched there, embracing her, her sobbing
calmed and finally ebbed. Ever had never been at another person's
mercy like this. The guard, previously employed by her father the
Don, was now under no obligation to stay and help her. He had no
reason to continue. Her feeling of being utterly dependent on the
kindness of this virtual stranger was so frightening she could
barely breathe. Eventually, though, she finally was able to take a
deep breath and sighed. The news anchor had been right. Nothing
would ever be the same again.

"What now?" she said, hoping he wouldn't just abandon
her to the roaming hordes. "My father said I should help the
people. Can you help me do that?"

She was instantly aware that anything in the sort of
"demanding" tone she was used to using must be concealed at all
costs. She bit her tongue more than once as the words she was used
to using leapt to her throat. She stared at him, hoping her look
was pitiful enough that he would care, or at least feel dutiful
toward her.

The guard looked her over, then looked around at the
smoking, charred remains of her once-beautiful home. The horizon
was set to a light blue tone, and the few birds that hadn't fled
were starting to make a jangled, chaotic noise. The world seemed
normal for a second, until Ever looked down to see her bare feet
turning white from pressing against the cold marble driveway all
night.

"I'll do what I can and keep you safe until we get
out of this," the guard said, and nodded when their eyes met. "I
took an oath. I stick by it."

She considered his face again, before she responded.
His hair was the color of the brown mares her mother used to keep,
and was long, pulled back into a shaggy ponytail. She liked that
with all his scars and brawn he looked dangerous, but that he also
seemed to feel protective of her. The feeling she got when she
looked at him was a shiver of pleasure that ran through her
body.

"Thank you. I appreciate all you've done for me.
What's your name?"

He adjusted his very large gun so the front of it
pointed down toward the driveway entrance. He wouldn't take his
finger far from the trigger, but he seemed to relax a bit and
smiled shyly.

"It don't matter, Miss Benelli."

"Please. I'd like to thank you by name."

He smirked, almost as if he was pleased she was
acting so familiar. They both knew this was a situation neither of
them had ever considered, at least, she knew it was. Never in her
wildest dreams had she imagined having to make nice with the house
staff.

"You saved my life. And, please, call me Ever."

He laughed quietly before meeting her gaze. His
glance made her feel exposed. She noticed then, that her dress was
ripped in the front, and she hurried to hug her arms tightly around
her chest to cover up.

"Name's Donnie."

"Okay, well, thank you, Donnie. Just Donnie?"

Donnie laughed again. "Look, we can't be
lollygagging. People'll come and you don't want to die
conversatin'. Ever."

His finger left the trigger for a moment so he could
crack his knuckles. She recognized it as a sign of his impatience.
He still considered her as his job, and he had a job to get to. She
nodded.

"Okay, then. Where do we go first?"

Donnie looked around and shrugged. "Wherever we have
to, keep you safe. We just got to hope the military has a plan for
this."

He stood, then, and reached his hand out. She took
his hand. It was soft, warm and big. She wanted to cry, but she
held back. Her legs wobbled like those of a newborn fawn as she
stepped forward, down the driveway, carefully. Dead bodies of both
guards and invaders littered the courtyard. She looked down, then,
to see that she was standing barefoot in a puddle of pooling
blood.


TWO MONTHS LATER

The sound of the circular saw screams through the
night as the corrugated metal warehouse doors are ripped open. Ever
springs instantly awake in the dark, shivering and groping for the
huge flashlight she keeps nearby. Donnie's voice echoes through the
open space below the loft, cursing the invaders.

"Motherfuckin' Cacahuates think we're some ignorant
bean counters they can screw with. Not on my watch. I got 'em dead
to rights."

Ever hears him climbing the catwalk ladder so he can
surprise the intruders, or "Cacahuates," the band of mostly
Hispanic invaders, the peanuts, as he likes to call them,
with his sniper. Donnie always says they're not much to worry
about, worth nothing more than peanuts, hence the name, but their
attacks have been growing more and more intense lately. Her brother
Damian is already climbing out of his sleeping bag and arming
himself with their home-made flame-thrower. Ever watches his
shadow, careful not to blind him with her flashlight, as he turns
to look at his slumbering pregnant wife.

That had been a surprise to Ever. When Damian finally
made it home through the chaos of the destruction outside, he'd had
his wife (surprise!) who was pregnant (double surprise!) in tow. It
was amazing they had made it as far as they did, especially
considering they were traveling closer to the epicenter of the
radiation zone instead of away from it. Ever had wondered what
their father would have said, knowing his heir was about to be born
into an uncertain, radiation-soaked world, but she just hugged
Damian and his new bride tightly, glad they were home.

As soon as Damian made it home, he had explained what
he had seen on the way in, and it wasn't pretty. Aside from the
people flooding away from the epicenter, toward the borders of the
radiation zone to escape, the carnage was almost unbelievable. It
wasn't the initial blast or radiation that got most people, he
explained, it was the man on man violence. He spared Ever most of
the gory details, telling her she was better off not knowing. Ever
felt torn since he had put his pregnant wife in danger so he could
come find her. She wonders if there's still any lingering
resentment on his wife's part, so Ever tries her hardest to be nice
to her and find her special amenities to make her more
comfortable.

"I'll protect her," she says to Damian. "Go on."

Damian nods in return, a slim smile moving across his
face behind the thick stubble before disappearing. Razor blades are
scarce pickings in the land of rubble and broken families. Ever
knows she is lucky to have what she does.

Damian turns to make his way down the stairs while
Ever stays behind, sighing. She can hear other defenders emerging
from their sleeping bags and readying their weapons. She reaches
deep into the foot of her own sleeping bag to grab the sheathed
knife she always carries as Damian's wife, Amelia, sits up. Even
being seven months pregnant and sporting uncombed red curls, Amelia
is gorgeous and a massage therapist to boot. Ever tries not to be
jealous.

"So unfair. I can't believe they're back
again. Why do they keep doing this to us? Maybe we should
just give up and take our place in the decontamination center."

Ever shakes her head. Just the thought of being piled
up with other sick and injured people in such close quarters for an
unknown amount of time leaves her feeling claustrophobic and
extremely germ phobic. And her father gave her a mission she can't
ignore, even in favor of comfort. As for the Cacahuates, the
raiding band of men, she thinks about how last time there were only
two men. It's that they were dressed in clothes that seemed
unusually clean that made Ever stop and think. She had not been
able to back down from the thought that maybe they had something
set up for themselves, something like hot, running water. If they
did, she wants in.

Shots ring out from the upper corner of the huge
warehouse. Donnie is already perched on the catwalk, picking men
off with ammunition he made in the bullet press they found. Ever's
whole body tenses and her teeth begin to chatter. Her breath
exhales in a white, angry fog. Amelia grabs Ever's hand and
squeezes tightly. If Ever has to defend Amelia, she will, but the
thought of killing someone sickens her.

"Maybe we should--" Amelia starts, but the ladder
thunders as if someone is climbing up.

Ever releases Amelia's hand so she can get the knife
ready. Neither woman breathes as a dark figure appears before them
in the entrance to the loft. He bends over and coughs hoarsely.

"Don't come any closer," Ever says, showing him the
large edge of her knife as she blinds him with her flashlight.

The man's eyes glitter. It's one of the Cacahuates
all right. He puts his hand in front of his face to block out the
light. They can see the evil smile, though. He's too delighted.
Ever notices how shiny and clean his black hair is as he holds a
finger to his lips to silence them. As she spends a second longer
looking at his hair, she notices he's used hair gel.

"One scream, I kill you both."

It's then that Ever sees the gun. Her eyes follow the
line of his body from his crazed eyes to his quivering hands. His
aim may be unsteady, but the barrel of the gun points unmistakably
at Amelia's face.

Ever thrusts her knife further forward, trying to
create distance between them and the peanut with his broken-toothed
grin. They may have clean water, but they apparently don't have a
dentist. She moves stealthily so as not to alarm the man, putting
herself directly between Amelia and his gun. She feels the hatred
burning through her eyes toward the man, boring into his leathery
cheek. She knows Amelia is covering the baby with her poetry book,
but it won't do much good if he decides to shoot.

"Like hell you will," Ever says. "You don't have the
guts."

Before the man can reply with some sarcastic
comeback, Ever screams as loudly as she can. Donnie will be there
instantly. So will everyone else.

"Hombres aqui!" the man in a twanging southern voice
shouts once Ever's stopped screaming. "La Embarazada--"

He grunts and collapses sideways as one of Donnie's
bullets tags his shoulder. Within moments, another bullets whiz by
to lodge into the man's body as he falls. Before Ever can blink,
two men appear at the opening to the loft, blocking their exit. One
has his gun on them, and the other returns fire at Donnie.

Ever screams and lunges to standing before the man
standing before them can shoot. Despite his large weapon and tall
stature, she focuses directly on the spot under his ribs where
Donnie told her to aim. Her ears register Amelia's screams,
Donnie's yells, and the shouts of the other people below. She can
also hear someone else climbing the stairs. She'll have to act fast
if she doesn't want herself and Amelia to become hostages.

Blood surges through her heart, fast, furious. As she
lunges forward again, quickly, she thrusts the blade through the
thin woven side of the man's leather vest and into the soft
underarm beneath. The man's face looks shocked. He can't even use
his weapon, he's so stunned. He looks down at the knife as blood
seeps through his clothes. But the knife is stuck. The man shoves
Ever backward, onto the hard wood loft floor.

She jams her tailbone against the floor for the
second instance in too short a time. She cries out as her head hits
the thin padding of a sleeping bag. She feels dazed as she lays
there in the darkness surrounded by yelling voices above her.

For a moment she can't tell what's happening as the
black spots fill her vision. Then she can make out Damian standing
at the entrance to the loft. His back is to her and he's looking
down at what must be their friends fighting with the Cacahuates
below. When Ever's eyes finally adjust again, she can see he's
felled the three men that came up to get them.

"Are you okay?" Amelia says, her face appearing
before Ever.

Her hand is on Ever's cheek. Her eyes shine with
tears. She uses Ever's flashlight to examine Ever's body and head
for injuries.

"I think so," Ever says, feeling nauseous as she sits
up. "God."

"They're trying to come up the ladder," Amelia says
quietly.

Fear roils in Ever's stomach. The attacks have never
been this bad before. It's like a surging evil tide threatening to
wash them all out to sea. She clutches her belly and moans.

"Ever, are you okay?" Amelia says again.

Ever shakes her head. "I just, I'm sick of them
attacking us for no reason."

"You're bleeding," Amelia says, uncovering the source
of her pain on the top of her head. "You might have a
concussion."

Sounds of fighting come from below, and Damian yells
something, but Ever feels dizzy again. Her hands instantly cover
her ears as they ring and deafen with the firing of Damian's pistol
into the crowd. She looks up at Damian just as a hand reaches up
and grabs his pant leg. Before Ever can warn him, Damian is jerked
forward, off the ladder, and thrown head-first into the abyss
below.


MOHAWK

Ever grabs the flashlight and stumbles to her feet
despite Amelia's protests. She fights off the dizzy, swirling
sensation clouding her brain and eyes as she stumbles toward the
entrance to the loft. She shines her flashlight beam down onto the
frenzied, churning crowd below of friends and Cacahuates alike.
Then she sees Damian, her only brother, and his body sprawled in
awkward broken angles. She gasps and a huge sob catches in her
throat.

"Is he okay?" Amelia says behind her, but Ever can
barely breathe, let alone hear her well over the ringing in her
ears.

Blood oozes from Damian's head onto the pavement and
the hands of the few friends trying to tend to him amidst the
chaos. Ever's sob grows into something that threatens to choke her.
She gasps for air as dizziness rushes back over her body.

"Ever?" Amelia says, her cold fingers on her arm
shocking Ever back into the now.

Ever turns, only feeling her fingers, but says
nothing. Amelia leans past her to look. A scream of horror escapes
her lips before she sags down, pulling on Ever's body for support
as her legs collapse under her. Ever tries to help her, but she is
also weak. Both women collapse onto the floor at the precarious
edge of the loft entrance. Her eyes stay riveted on her
brother.

It can't be. She can't lose all her last remaining
family members at once. She turns slowly to look at Amelia who
carries the only blood relative she will ever get to know. Her
brother's baby. She has to make sure nothing happens to him or her.
Ever sighs deeply as her eyes go back to her brother. Hope ebbs
from her body.

Big Poppa, the bear-like self-appointed father figure
of the group leans over Damian so he can take his pulse. His
half-moon bald spot looks shiny, reflecting Ever's trembling
flashlight beam. Amelia sobs beside her and yanks on Ever's arm,
but Ever can only stare, immobile.

Big Poppa turns to look up at Ever. She doesn't have
to ask. Ever already knows. He meets her eye even while all the
chaos still reigns around them. His mouth turns down in disgust and
sorrow as he shakes his head. The words come out of Ever's mouth
before she can stop them, cold and final.

"Damian's dead."

Ever feels a sick wave ripple through her body now.
She gags as bile threatens to spew from her mouth, and clamps her
lips tightly shut. The hatred that churns in her gut threatens to
explode.

"Amelia," she says through tightly gritted teeth when
she can finally speak without throwing up, "Stay here."

She gently disentangles Amelia's cold fingertips from
her arm where they are buried deep in Ever's sleeve. With one hand
she pushes Amelia off her so she's leaning back against the
railings of the loft. The three dead bodies lie nearby, but neither
of them seems to notice. In the beam of the flashlight Ever can see
that Amelia's eyes look vacant.

She will use the anger to fuel her for now as she
turns to descend down the ladder, thinking only of her brother and
the revenge she wants to get for her whole family. Her brother
loved wintergreen gum and hair gel and parties and her most of all,
but she will never get to see him love those things again. Ever's
eyes burn as a few hot tears slip out. How could those Cacahuates
have hair gel and her brother have none in his last moments of
life? How unfair. When she reaches the bottom, she turns to assess
her brother.

"He's gone, sugarplum," Big Poppa says to her, his
blind eye making his face look ghostly.

Ever shakes her head as the words catch in her
throat. He can't be dead, even though she knows he is. He can't be
gone. Maybe he's still here.

She kneels beside him, reaching for whatever small
spirit is left inside him. Maybe his soul hasn't left yet and she
can still say goodbye. But it's too late.

The choking sensation grips her throat again. She
will never breathe the same. She gasps for air as her friends and
the Cacahuates finally stop fighting around them and stop to stare.
None of them know what she's feeling. They can't. But they're not
staring at her.

"Okay, hombres. Nobody move or La Embarazada
dies."

Ever's head rotates like she's in a horror movie and
possessed. She can see a dark figure in the entrance to the loft.
His gravelly smoker's voice is hoarse. He's clearly a native
English speaker, too, from his accent. From her semi-frozen stupor
she realizes it's the man she thought she had killed. He's alive.
And he's got her knife pressed up against Amelia's throat.

Ever feels the slick slime roil in her stomach as she
regrets now, not stopping to make sure she pulled her knife out and
stabbed him a few more times for good measure. She wonders if he
does hurt Amelia, if she could get AIDS from his blood, or if she
would bleed to death first. Their only medical help is from the
very patient nurse they have among their ranks. Ever's eyes fixate
on Amelia's and lock in so she'll know Ever won't let her down. The
last member of her family will not be lost to her, not if she can
stop it.

"Don't you dare!" Ever screams, unfrozen now, and
starts forward toward the ladder.

"Stop," the man says as a large chunk of gray hair
swings down into his eyes.

"Let her go, ya charbroiled peckerwood!" Donnie
shouts from up on the catwalk ledge where he's perched. "I got my
thirty-thirty aimed at yer throat, you fugly gap-toothed
mother-licker."

"Yeah, she's not the only one," their weapons expert
calls from the crowd.

More assertive yells join in to let Ever know her
newfound friends-turned-family will fight as hard as they can to
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